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(57) ABSTRACT

A broad-spectrum, multiple wavelength illuminator com-
prises a luminescent body, and a plurality of semiconductor
chips spaced apart from the luminescent body emitting light
within one or more wavelength ranges towards the lumines-
cent body, causing the luminescent body to emit light of one
or more wavelength ranges. An optical element adjacent to
the luminescent body collects light emitted by the lumines-
cent body. An optical device collects light collected by the
optical element. An aperture located between the optical ele-
ment and the optical device passes the light emitted by the
luminescent body along an optical axis, wherein light col-
lected by the optical element and the optical device and
passed by the aperture forms a beam of light illuminating a
target. Alternatively, instead of being spaced apart from the
chips, the luminescent body may be a layer adjacent to the
chips.
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BROAD-SPECTRUM ILLUMINATOR FOR
MICROSCOPY APPLICATIONS, USING THE
EMISSIONS OF LUMINESCENT MATERIALS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application claims priority from U.S. Provisional
Application No. 61/765,279 filed Feb. 15, 2013, which is
hereby incorporated in its entirety by this reference.

BACKGROUND

The present invention relates generally to illumination for
microscopy applications, including both fluorescence
microscopy and general microscopy applications, and spe-
cifically to an illumination apparatus that uses phosphor
emissions to provide broad-spectrum white light. By using
multiple phosphor types, the illumination apparatus provides
a broad-spectrum light output that is highly suitable for excit-
ing the large variety of fluorescent dyes that are used in
fluorescence microscopy applications, from a single illumi-
nator. In addition, the illuminating apparatus can provide
high-quality white light for brightfield viewing in general
microscopy applications, including visible light image cap-
ture and photography.

Fluorescence microscopy is popularly used in numerous
bio/medical applications since it enables users to label and
observe specific structures or molecules. Briefly, fluores-
cence is a chemical process in which light of a specific wave-
length or wavelength range is shined upon a fluorescent mol-
ecule, causing electrons from said fluorescent molecule to be
excited to a high energy state, in a process known as excita-
tion. These electrons remain briefly in this high energy state,
for roughly a nanosecond, before dropping back to a low
energy state and emitting light of a longer wavelength. This
process is referred to as fluorescent emission, or alternatively
as fluorescence.

In a typical fluorescence microscopy application, one or
more types of fluorescent materials or molecules (also
referred to as fluorescent dyes) are used, along with an illu-
minator apparatus that provides the exciting wavelength, or
wavelengths. Different fluorescent molecules or dyes can be
selected to have visually different emission spectra. Since the
different fluorescent molecules or dyes that are typically used
in fluorescence microscopy applications typically have dif-
ferent excitation wavelengths, they can be selectively excited
so0 long as the bandwidth of the excitation light for one fluo-
rescent molecule or dye does not overlap the excitation wave-
lengths of other fluorescent molecules or dyes that are being
used in the same experiment. This is typically achieved by
using specific wavelength-range bandpass filters to create
narrow bandwidth excitation light. Broadband excitation
light may also be used to simultaneously excite multiple
fluorescent dyes. Furthermore, fluorescence is a probabilistic
event with low signal levels so an intense light is typically
used to increase the chances of the process occurring. Most
fluorescence microscopy applications also benefit from hav-
ing a uniformly intense illuminated field of view or area,
ideally such that the size and shape of the illuminated area can
be modified. Simultaneously achieving all these criteria has
been difficult, but is necessary for current and future applica-
tions that require increasing levels of illumination control and
consistency.

Traditional prior art fluorescence microscopy illuminators
have relied on metal halide arc lamp bulbs such as Xenon or
Mercury bulbs, as light sources. The broad wavelength spec-
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trum produced by these lamps, when combined with specific
color or bandpass filters, allows for the selection of different
illumination or excitation wavelengths. Alternatively, mul-
tiple fluorescent dyes, with different excitation and emission
wavelengths, may be simultaneously excited. In this type of
implementation using metal halide arc lamp bulbs, the speed
with which different wavelengths can be selected is limited by
the mechanical motion of moving various filters into place. In
addition to the sluggishness and unreliability of filter wheels,
metal halide arc lamps are also hampered by the limited
lifetime of the bulb, typically ~2000 hours. The intensity of
the light output declines with bulb use and once exhausted,
the user has to undergo a complicated and expensive process
of replacing the bulb and subsequently realigning the optics
without any guarantee that the illuminator will perform as
before. These disadvantages make acquiring consistent
results difficult and inconvenient for users who must deal with
the variable output of the bulbs, and who must either be
trained in optical alignment or call upon professionals when a
bulb needs to be replaced. In addition, metal halide arc lamps
produce substantial heat, including radiated emissions in the
infrared region that can cause heating of the illuminated
specimens. This can lead to specimen damage, especially in
the case of biological specimens. Similarly, radiated emis-
sions in the UV region may also harm specimens. (In both
cases, the use of appropriately designed excitation filters can
prevent specimen exposure to damaging wavelengths.)

In recent years, several prior art multiple wavelength illu-
minators have been developed using different colored LEDs
as light sources, that overcome numerous limitations of metal
halide arc lamps. Not only do they last longer, with the life-
time of an LED chip being typically rated at well over 10,000
hours, but in addition the power output varies negligibly over
that period. Furthermore, the bandwidth of the spectral output
of an LED chip is typically narrow (<30 nm) which may
eliminate the need for additional bandpass filters. The inten-
sity of the output light can be quickly and accurately con-
trolled electronically by varying the current through the LED
chip(s), whereas in metal halide illuminators, the output
intensity of the bulb is essentially fixed, and apertures or
neutral density filters are used to attenuate the light entering
the microscopy.

Prior art LED illuminators for fluorescence microscopy
have thus far used up to 5 separate LED modules, each con-
taining one, up to a few chips, for each wavelength. Since the
LED chips in these modules have their own individual pack-
aging, the modules are large so that light beams emitted from
the modules will need to be combined using optical elements.
Although such prior art LED illuminators allow the user the
flexibility to swap out modules for new modules with difter-
ent wavelengths, the additional elements such as lenses, mir-
rors and heat sinks required for each separate color add com-
plexity, bulk and cost. Furthermore, the long optical paths
required to combine the beams from multiple LED chips or
modules that are spatially separated, make it difficult to col-
lect and shape already highly divergent light coming from the
LED chips. Even when multiple LEDs are packaged or
mounted close to each other, the light output of LED chips
that are located even a short distance away from the optical
axis will be poorly coupled to the objective lens of the micro-
scope.

Another limitation of prior art LED illuminators for fluo-
rescent microscopy is that there is a “dead zone” in the visible
light spectrum, where LED chips are either not readily avail-
able, or are of very limited optical output. This dead zone is
roughly in the portion of the visible light spectrum that lies
between green and amber (or orange), in the approximate
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wavelength range of 540-595 nm. Unfortunately, several
popular fluorescent dyes require excitation light that is in this
dead zone.

These practical issues have limited the application of such
illuminators in fluorescence microscopy, which in general
requires light that is both intense and spatially uniform, across
the full range of wavelengths that are required for the excita-
tion of popular fluorescent dyes.

Although the narrow spectral bandwidth (typically <30
nm) of individual LEDs can be an advantage in some fluo-
rescent microscopy applications, bandpass excitation filters
may still be needed, in order to more closely match the exci-
tation wavelength requirements of the dye(s) being used. If
excitation filter(s) are being used anyway, then the narrow
spectral bandwidth of LEDs can become a disadvantage, in
that the LED wavelengths being used must be selected to
match the types of dyes being used. For this reason, it is
desirable to have a broad-spectrum illumination apparatus
that provides the lifetime, reliability, and other advantages of
an LED illumination apparatus.

In order for LED illuminators and light engines to act as a
satisfactory replacement for illuminators used in general
microscopy applications, such as brightfield illuminators, it is
desirable and even necessary to produce white light with
characteristics that are similar to the light produced from an
incandescent bulb, or in some cases, to accurately replicate
the light provided by natural sunlight. This is especially
important for microscopy applications that demand high
quality light with well-controlled parameters. This is true for
human eye viewing, as well as microscope photography and
imaging. In a general sense, this means that the LED illumi-
nator or light engine should have a broad spectral response or
characteristic that mimics the spectral response of an incan-
descent bulb, and/or natural sunlight.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

One embodiment of the invention is directed to a broad-
spectrum, multiple wavelength illuminator for providing
light along an optical axis, comprising a luminescent body,
and a plurality of semiconductor chips emitting light within
one or more wavelength ranges towards the luminescent
body, causing the luminescent body to emit light of one or
more wavelength ranges, the plurality of semiconductor chips
spaced apart from the luminescent body. An optical element
adjacent to the luminescent body is used to collect light emit-
ted by the luminescent body. An optical device is used to
collect and direct light emitted by the luminescent body and
collected by the optical element along the optical axis. Pref-
erably and as an option, an aperture located in the optical axis
between the optical element and the optical device passes the
light emitted by the luminescent body along the optical axis,
wherein light collected by the optical element and the optical
device and passed by the aperture forms a beam of light
illuminating a target.

Another embodiment of the invention is directed to a
method for providing light along an optical axis, comprising
causing a plurality of semiconductor chips to emit light
within different wavelength ranges towards a luminescent
body spaced apart from the plurality of semiconductor chips,
causing the luminescent body to emit light, collecting light
emitted by the luminescent body, passing the light collected
from the luminescent body through an aperture to form a
beam along the optical axis; and collimating the beam and
directing the collimated beam along the optical axis to a
target.
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Yet another embodiment of the invention is directed to a
broad-spectrum, multiple wavelength LED array illuminator
for providing light along an optical axis, comprising a sub-
strate and at least one array of multiple LED chips without
individual packaging supported by the substrate, wherein the
LED chips are distributed laterally with respect to the axis
over an area, the LED chips having light emitting surfaces for
emitting light in directions transverse to the area. A lumines-
cent layer on at least some of the LED chips emits light in the
yellow region of the visible spectrum in response to light
emitted by the at least some of the LED chips, and may also
emit light in other regions of the visible spectrum. An optical
element adjacent to the light emitting surfaces of the LED
chips in the at least one array collects and directs light emitted
by the LED chips of the at least one array and by the lumi-
nescent layer along the axis towards a target, wherein the light
received by the target from the optical element is of substan-
tially uniform intensity across a broad spectrum.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a representation of the prior art in fluorescence
microscopy illumination, showing the major elements of a
typical system.

FIG. 2 is a representation of a prior art illuminator for
fluorescence microscopy, using an incandescent bulb as a
broad-spectrum light source.

FIG. 3 is a representation of a prior art illuminator for
fluorescence microscopy, using multiple wavelengths of
LEDs as the light sources.

FIG. 4 is a representation of the prior art, showing the
spectral profile of an LED-based fluorescence microscopy
illuminator providing four specific wavelengths of excitation
light.

FIG. 5 is a representation of the prior art, showing the
spectral profiles of an LED light source that is exciting emis-
sions from a luminescent material, such as a phosphor mate-
rial.

FIGS. 6A and 6B show two views of one embodiment of an
LED array of the present invention, showing the use of mul-
tiple LED chips with multiple phosphor types.

FIGS. 7A and 7B are representations of the spectral pro-
files of two embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 8 shows another embodiment of the present invention,
in which the LED excitation light sources are separated in
space from the light-emitting phosphors or other luminescent
material.

FIG. 9 shows another embodiment of the present invention,
in which VCSEL excitation light sources are separated in
space from the light-emitting phosphors or other luminescent
material.

FIG. 10 is a block diagram representation of the illuminator
of the present invention and illustrates the different compo-
nents and their function in the apparatus.

FIG. 11A is a representation of one embodiment of the
present invention using a diffuser plate as a light scrambler/
randomizer. FIG. 11B shows a cross-section view of the opti-
cal elements of one practical implementation of one embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIGS. 12A and 12B show polar and rectangular coordinate
plots of the light output of the LED array used in one embodi-
ment of the present invention, including the half-ball lens that
sits over the LED array.

FIG. 12C provides plots of the light uniformity of the beam
that exits the optical elements of one embodiment of the
present invention, showing the relative effects of different
aperture dimensions and different diffusers.
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FIG. 13A is a schematic view of one embodiment where
the light coming from the embodiment in FIG. 11 is sent into
a zoom lens system to expand or contract the beam width.

FIG. 13B is a schematic view of another embodiment
where a mirror is placed between the embodiment in FIG. 11
and zoom lens system shown in FIG. 13 A to redirect the light
path.

FIG. 14 is a schematic view of yet another embodiment of
the present invention, using a light mixing tube as a light
scrambler/randomizer and the variable distance between the
collector lens and tube entrance as a means to change the
effective aperture size.

FIG. 15 is a representation of one embodiment of the
present invention that uses a narrow bandpass filter wheel,
following the embodiment of FIG. 11, to either select a spe-
cific wavelength range, or to further narrow the bandwidth of
the selected wavelength range.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 1 is a representation of the prior art in fluorescence
microscopy illumination, showing the major elements of a
typical system, as described in U.S. Pat. No. 6,154,282 (Lilge
et al., issued Nov. 28, 2000). An excitation illuminator (101)
is made up of a controller (102), a light source or light engine
(103) that provides the required wavelength or wavelengths
of excitation light (104), and an optical system (105) that is
designed to provide collimated light, or nearly collimated
light (106), into an optical port of a microscope.

Light entering the microcope (107) is reflected by a wave-
length-selective dichroic mirror (108). This reflected excita-
tion light (109) is further shaped by optics within the micro-
scope (110), including the objective lens of the microscope,
so that the excitation light is directed (111) onto the stage
(112) of the microscope, which holds or contains the speci-
men that has been dyed with one or more fluorescent dyes.

The fluorescent dyes in the specimen absorb energy from
the excitation light source, and emit higher wavelength light
(113). These emissions pass back through the microscope
optics (110), including the objective lens, and also pass
through the dichroic mirror (108). The dichroic mirror has
been selected to have a cut-off wavelength that is higher than
the wavelength(s) of the excitation light source, but lower
than the emissions wavelength(s) of the dyes that are used on
the specimen. Assuming that a properly-specified dichroic
mirror is installed in the microscope, the emissions light (114)
from the specimen will pass through to a detector (115),
which may be an eyepiece for direct viewing, or a camera for
capturing images. Note that any stray excitation light that is
reflected from the specimen will be blocked by the dichroic
mirror, and reflected back towards the excitation light source
or illuminator.

FIG. 2 is a representation of a prior art illuminator for
fluorescence microscopy, using a metal halide arc lamp (200)
as the light source. Since the metal halide light source emits
broadband light, a variety of color filters is used to provide
excitation light with a controlled spectral profile, or passband.
A typical carousel filter wheel is shown in FIG. 2 as item 202,
with its direction of rotation indicated by item 203. Since the
lamp filament in the metal halide arc lamp bulb (200) which
emits light is of relatively large size, and therefore acts as an
extended or non-ideal (i.e., not a point) light source, signifi-
cant optical treatment must be done to make the illumination
area uniform. This typically involves either using dispersive
diffusers (204) or field stops and apertures (not shown) for
Koehler illumination, for instance, both of which reduce the
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optical power of the excitation light. A lens (205) is used to
provide a collimated, or nearly-collimated beam, into the
optical port of the microscope.

Metal halide arc lamps have several significant disadvan-
tages, including the short lifetime of the bulbs, and the fact
that over the lifetime of a bulb, its intensity continually
decays. Most metal halide lamps require a warm-up period of
around 30 minutes for their output to stabilize, which can be
inconvenient for users with time sensitive samples. With rated
lifetimes of anywhere from a few hundred hours, to as long as
perhaps 2,000 hours, metal halide bulbs must often be
replaced several times a year which is not only inconvenient
and expensive, but difficult and often requires the hiring of
professionals. Alignment typically requires adjusting the
multiple degrees of freedom of a reflector surrounding the
bulb (FIG. 2, item 201, with the multiple adjustments
depicted by arrows 206, 207, and 208) which is not necessar-
ily a tedious process, but often requires training and is hence
inaccessible to many users unfamiliar with optics.

Prior art multiple wavelength LED illuminators have over-
come some of the limitations of metal halide ones but have
been complicated, requiring many optical elements, and
hence costly to manufacture. LEDs emit light with narrow
bandwidth (typically on the order of 20-30 nm for a specific
LED chip), which can be an advantage for many fluorescence
microscopy applications. Unlike metal halide bulbs, LED
chips have lifetimes rated at well over 10,000 hours and do not
require a warm up period before reaching full output. The
ability to have multiple wavelengths is achieved by using
LED chips that emit different colors. Each LED chip
resembles a point source more than metal halide bulbs do and
therefore it is usually easier to homogenize the illumination
intensity distribution.

In the prior art embodiment shown in FIG. 3, each wave-
length comes from separate LED “modules” (FIG. 3, items
301-304). Since prior art LEDs are typically packaged as
separate, individual chips, or as small cells with a few chips,
the LED modules are relatively large, so that each module
will need to have its own set of collecting and collimating
optics (items 301A-304A), whose light paths are then com-
bined using dichroic mirrors (items 305-307). Having sepa-
rate modules, however, requires long optical paths. In orderto
collect the maximum amount of light, this prior art embodi-
ment requires large lenses with large numerical apertures that
are both costly and bulky. The maximum number of LED
wavelengths that can be equipped at any one time is also
limited by the cost and complexity of the beam-combining
optics.

FIG. 4 shows a spectral plot of an embodiment of the prior
art in multiple-wavelength LED illuminators for fluorescence
microscopy. In this embodiment, which is similar in structure
and function to the prior art embodiment shown in FIG. 3, the
four excitation wavelengths being provided have peaks at
approximately 470 nm (in the blue region of the visible light
spectrum, shown as item 401), 530 nm (green, item 402), 610
nm (orange, item 403), and 630 nm (red, item 404). The
specific peak wavelengths would be chosen to coincide with
the desired excitation wavelength ranges for four different
fluorescent dyes. The excitation light from the four LED
wavelengths is narrowband, and so there must be a close
match between the LED wavelengths and the excitation
requirements of the fluorescent dyes. Despite the narrow
spectral profile of each LED type, it may still be necessary to
use narrow passband excitation filters, to further limit or
shape the spectral profiles of the four excitation wavelengths.

One disadvantage of using LEDs as the excitation light
source(s) is that there is a well-known “gap” or “dead zone”
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in the yellow portion of the visible light spectrum. Above an
approximate wavelength of 595 nm, high brightness and
high-efficiency amber, orange, red and infra-red LEDs are
readily available (typically based on Gallium-Arsenide, or
GaAs materials). Below an approximate wavelength of 540
nm, high brightness and high efficiency green, blue, indigo,
violet and even UV LEDs are readily available (typically
based on Indium-Gallium-Nitride, or InGaN materials).
However, between approximately 540 nm and 595 nm, it is
difficult or even impossible to obtain LEDs with good bright-
ness and/or quantum efficiency. This “dead zone” between
540 nm and 595 nm can be seen visually in FIG. 4. It is
particularly unfortunate for fluorescence microscopy, in that
several popular fluorescent dyes require excitation light in the
LED “dead zone” wavelength range. For reference, the table
below lists several popular fluorescent dyes, along with their
preferred excitation wavelength, and their peak emission
wavelength:

Excitation

Common Dye Name  Wavelength (nm) Peak Emission Wavelength (nm)

DAPI 345 455
ECFP 434 477
FITC 490 520
GFP (EGFP) 488 510
EYFP 515 527
Cy3 552 570
MitoTracker 551 576
Orange

Rhodamine Red 560 580
TAMRA 565 580
MitiTracker Red 578 599
Texas Red 591 613
mCherry 587 615
Cy5 648 666

A common method for providing an LED light source with
a relatively broad spectral response (to provide white light,
for example), is to use one or more blue LED chips that have
been coated with phosphors, or other luminescent material.
Excitation of the phosphor material by the blue LEDs induces
Stokes shift in the emission of light from the phosphor, result-
ing in an emission wavelength range that is at higher wave-
lengths than the excitation wavelength. The Stokes shift can
range from a few tens of nanometers, to as much as 200 nm or
more. In LED illuminators, the excitation wavelength for the
phosphors or other luminescent material is typically in the
range of 410 nm to 490 nm (indigo to blue). Depending on the
luminescent material used, the major emission wavelength
range may be in the green, yellow, or red portions of the
visible light spectrum. Such phosphor formulations are com-
mercially available, and are designed to absorb energy at
particular lower wavelengths (such as are emitted by blue
LEDs), and to emit light at higher wavelengths. The emis-
sions from said phosphors have a much wider spectral band-
width, typically with FWHM values of 50-120 nm, versus
only 20-30 nm for typical LEDs. Commercially available
phosphors are typically available in the form of small par-
ticles or powders, with typical materials being silicates, alu-
minates, garnets, and nitrides, with various attributes of emis-
sion wavelength range, efficiency, lifetime, etc. The phosphor
material(s) are typically mixed into some form of silicone gel
or epoxy, and then applied to the top surface of the LED
chip(s). Quantum dots may also be used as the luminescent
material, as described below.

FIG. 5 shows a spectral plot of a prior art LED illuminator,
showing the direct spectral output from blue LEDs (501), as
well as the broader spectral output from the applied phosphor
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material(s), primarily in the yellow region of the spectrum
(502). With appropriately chosen phosphor materials and
proper application of the phosphor materials to the LEDs, this
prior art light source can be designed to provide white light of
moderately high quality, with a variety of correlated color
temperatures (CCT), and with an overall spectral profile as
depicted by item 503.

According to one embodiment of the invention, a compact
illuminating apparatus comprises one or more light sources
that are used to stimulate or excite light emission from one or
more luminescent materials, including materials such as
phosphors and quantum dots. In subsequent discussion, any
use of the terms “phosphors™ or “phosphor materials” can be
assumed to also include the use of other luminescent materi-
als, such as quantum dots. The light that is emitted by the
luminescent material is then directed to the object(s) to be
illuminated, through the use of optical elements such as
reflectors, lenses, and/or diffusers, etc. Note that the object(s)
to be illuminated may include objects that have been treated
with fluorescent dyes, as in fluorescent microscopy applica-
tions. In this case, the light being emitted by the phosphors or
other luminescent material of the present invention, will in
turn excite emissions from the fluorescent dyes that have been
applied to the object(s) being illuminated.

The phosphors or other luminescent materials may be
deposited as a layer directly onto the excitation light source,
typically by incorporating the phosphor materials into a sili-
cone or similar gel. In this embodiment of the present inven-
tion, the excitation light that is not absorbed by the phosphor
will be combined with the emissions from the phosphors, so
that the combined light output is directed to the object(s) to be
illuminated. The phosphors or other luminescent materials
may be deposited as a layer on some or all of the excitation
light source, such as some or all of a plurality of LEDs.

It is also possible to excite the phosphors or other lumines-
cent materials from one or more external light sources that are
not directly contacting the phosphor materials. The external
excitation source(s) may comprise one or multiple LEDs,
although other types of excitation light sources may also be
used, such as semiconductor lasers (including vertical-cavity
semiconductor lasers, or VCSELs, Organic LEDs (OLEDs),
or electroluminescence sources. The external excitation light
source(s) should be compact, with stable light emission, and
low heat generation. In this embodiment of the present inven-
tion, light from the external excitation source(s) is used solely
for excitation of the phosphors or other luminescent materials
that are contained within the illuminator apparatus, and does
not directly contribute or add to the illumination of the
intended object(s) through the microscope optics. Therefore,
when this embodiment is being used for fluorescence micros-
copy applications, the emissions from the phosphors or other
luminescent materials that are contained within the illumina-
tor apparatus act as the excitation light source for any fluo-
rescent dyes that are applied to the samples or specimens that
are being viewed through the microscope. However, in some
embodiments, a portion of the excitation light from the exter-
nal excitation source(s) may be combined with the emissions
from the phosphors or other luminescent materials, such that
the combined light is used to illuminate the intended object(s)
through the microscope optics.

Multiple types of phosphors or other luminescent materi-
als, with different emissions spectra, may be combined, in
order to achieve a very broad overall spectral profile. The area
or volume of phosphor, or other luminescent material, is kept
small, so that the etendue of the emitted light is minimized.
Depending on the brand and model of microscope, the
achieving of good coupling of light into the microscope optics
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may require that the light emitting area of the phosphors is
just a few mm across. By focusing excitation light from
multiple excitation sources, onto a small area or volume of
phosphors or other luminescent material, the etendue of the
overall light source may be significantly smaller than the
combined, effective etendue of the excitation sources. This
provides significant advantages in fluorescence microscopy
applications, where minimal etendue is essential for efficient
coupling of light into the optics of the microscope. The broad-
spectrum emissions from the multiple phosphor types or
other luminescent materials also provide high quality white
light, for brightfield illumination and other general micros-
copy applications. The ability to mix multiple phosphor types
or other luminescent materials into a silicone gel provides for
a broadband emissions spectrum that is spatially uniform,
with high color or hue uniformity.

Optical elements including reflectors, lenses, and/or dif-
fusers may be used to further shape the beam, and to further
improve the homogeneity and uniformity of the beam. Sepa-
rate lenses and/or reflector elements may also be used with
external excitation LEDs or other excitation light sources, to
focus the excitation light onto the phosphors or other lumi-
nescent material.

As fluorescence microscopy becomes increasingly popular
in bio/medical applications the demand for powerful, reli-
able, and affordable illumination sources has increased as
well. Fluorescence microscopy has evolved as a tool not only
for viewing specific structures, but for quantitatively measur-
ing their distribution and dynamics as well. These quantita-
tive measurements benefit from illumination sources that are
stable over long periods of time and will last at least the
lifetime of the experiment or project. To increase time reso-
Iution, faster exposure times are being used which typically
requires a stronger excitation signal and hence intense illu-
mination. Furthermore, to simplify background calibrations,
the illumination area, which can be larger than the micro-
scope’s field of view, should be uniform in intensity. Simul-
taneously achieving all the above features of an ideal fluores-
cence illuminator has been thus far either exceedingly
difficult and/or expensive. The present invention overcomes
several of the disadvantages of prior art fluorescence micros-
copy illuminators and satisfies the needs for many fluores-
cence microscopy applications.

The present invention seeks to provide a broad spectrum
light source or illumination apparatus, that provides all of the
wavelengths and/or wavelength ranges that are needed to
excite the broad range of fluorescent dyes used in fluores-
cence microscopy. In order to provide the long lifetime, reli-
ability, and other advantages of LED illuminators, the present
invention uses LEDs and other long lifetime, reliable light
sources to excite emissions from multiple luminescent mate-
rials, such that their combined light output meets the excita-
tion requirements of said fluorescent dyes. In addition, the
broad spectrum illumination apparatus can be designed to
produce high-quality white light for brightfield illumination
applications in microscopy. In one embodiment ofthe present
invention, these objectives are achieved by using one or mul-
tiple wavelengths of blue LEDs, all of which are coated with
multiple types of phosphors or other luminescent materials,
having differing spectral profiles for their emissions. Further,
by having independent control of the drive current for differ-
ent subsets of the LED chips and their respective phosphor
types, the combined spectral profile of the illumination appa-
ratus can be easily adjusted or varied.

FIGS. 6A and 6B show front and side views, respectively,
of'one embodiment of an LED array of the present invention.
The LED array typically comprises a multiplicity of indi-
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vidual LED chips (6 A01 and 6B01). The LED array embodi-
ment depicted in FIGS. 6A and 6B contains four LED chips,
in order to keep the light emitting area and etendue of the
illuminator as small as possible, although in other embodi-
ments the number of LED chips may be as small as one, or in
excess of 100. The individual LED chips of the embodiment
shown in FIGS. 6 A and 6B are approximately 1 mmx1 mm in
size. However, LED chips of other dimensions may also be
used, and the diameter of the light-emitting area is therefore a
function of the number of LED chips, the individual chip
dimensions, and the spacing between LED chips. In FIG. 6A,
the LED chips are shown as element 6A01, with each small
square representing an individual LED chip. The LED chips
may occupy an area on the substrate of about 2-15 mm in
dimensions. The diameter of the light-emitting area of the
array is approximately 2-15 mm, depending on the number of
LED chips in the array, as well as the individual chip size and
spacing, thereby allowing the LED array to function as an
“extended point source”. For good coupling of light into the
microscope optics, it is preferable for the LED array to have
a small light-emitting area of 2-10 mm, or even 2-4 mm. Note
that the single lens that is placed over the light-emitting area
of'the LED array (6B03) may have a diameter that is slightly
larger than the actual light-emitting area, such as a diameter of
about 3-20 mm.

The LED chips within each array are connected electrically
into multiple channels, each channel consisting of at least one
LED chip, or a series string of multiple LED chips. An LED
string or channel is controlled as a single entity, with all LED
chips within the series string having an identical electrical
current passing through them, and therefore each chip within
a string will produce light of similar brightness. In the
embodiment shown in FIGS. 6A and 6B, each of the four
individual LEDs is controlled as a separate channel. Separate
electrical connections (6A02) are provided for each LED
channel or string within the array, either in the form of elec-
trical pins, or as electrical pads, as shown in the figure, so that
the relative brightness of the different strings can be con-
trolled and varied independently. The embodiment shown in
FIGS. 6 A and 6B comprises four channels of LED chips, with
the channel number shown within each LED chip (6 A01), and
also adjacent to the electrical connections (6A02). Note that
the number of channels may vary, and is limited by the num-
ber of LED chips, the number of available electrical connec-
tions, and by constraints on the routing of electrical paths
within the array. Also, channels may be electrically connected
to each other, external to the array, if fewer separately-con-
trollable channels are required. For example, although the
embodiment shown in FIGS. 6 A and 6B comprises four chan-
nels of LED chips, the driver circuit for the embodiment
might comprise one, two, three, or four driver circuits, each of
which is driving one, or multiple LED channels or chips.
Typically, if multiple LED channels are to be driven by a
single driver circuit, they would be connected in series, such
that the drive current in the combined channel would be
constant. The LED array shown in FIGS. 6A and 6B also
incorporates one or more internally-mounted thermistor
chips, which are brought out to some of the unlabeled elec-
trical connections, for the purposes of monitoring array tem-
perature, which may be incorporated into the overall thermal
management scheme of the illuminator.

Thermal management is a key element of the design of the
present invention, in order to extract the heat that is generated
by the potentially large number of LED chips that are pack-
aged closely together in the LED array. The LED array incor-
porates a metal circuit board (MCB) which provides for the
routing of conductive traces to each of the LED strings, while
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at the same time providing electrical isolation between LED
strings. The MCB also provides for high thermal conductiv-
ity, to extract heat from the densely-packed LED chips. The
MCB LED array substrate, having the thermal conductivity
of metal, conducts the heat from the LEDs to the base of the
MCB substrate, which is mounted onto a heat spreader or heat
sink. The MCB of the present invention is described in more
detail in U.S. Pat. No. 8,044,427, issued on Oct. 25, 2011,
entitled “LIGHT EMITTING DIODE SUBMOUNT WITH
HIGH THERMAL CONDUCTIVITY FOR HIGH POWER
OPERATION”.

In most embodiments of the present invention, the one or
multiple LEDs within a channel or string would be of similar
or identical wavelengths. However, different strings might
contain LEDs of widely-varying wavelengths. In one
embodiment of the LED array, some strings would consist of
different wavelengths of blue, indigo, or violet light. Simi-
larly, an individual LED string or channel might use just a
single phosphor type (or other luminescent material), or it
might use multiple phosphor types. Note that in all cases, all
of the LED chips of the array are coated by one or more
phosphor types, with different individual LED chips, even
adjacent chips, having potentially different phosphor types
coated onto them. The application process for applying phos-
phor materials to the LED chips allows for a differing, or even
unique phosphor formulation, to be applied at each one of the
multiple LED chip sites. The phosphor formulation on any
given chip may consist of a single type of phosphor material,
mixed into a silicone gel material, or a blend of multiple types
of phosphor materials mixed into the gel, for an even broader
spectrum. By separately controlling the electrical current
flowing through different LED strings, the relative propor-
tions of light of different spectral characteristics can be var-
ied. Within a particular string, it is still possible to use indi-
vidual LED chips of multiple wavelengths, although the
intensity of the light emission of the LED chips within a string
will be of the same order of magnitude. In one embodiment of
the present invention, multiple wavelength ranges of blue,
and indigo light (for example, LED chips with peak wave-
lengths at approximately 430 nm and 455 nm) could be used,
in order to achieve broader coverage of the blue portion of the
spectrum, as well as optimal excitation of specific phosphor
types. Similarly, multiple wavelength ranges of phosphors,
such as predominantly green, yellow, and red-emitting phos-
phors could be used either within a string, or in multiple
strings, in order to achieve broader coverage of the green,
yellow and red portions of the spectrum. If other luminescent
materials are used, such as quantum dots, then the emissions
spectra of the multiple luminescent material types may
include predominantly blue light, in addition to predomi-
nantly green, yellow, and red light.

FIG. 7A shows a spectral plot of one embodiment of the
present invention, based on the LED array embodiment
depicted in FIGS. 6A and 6B. The LED array of this embodi-
ment comprises two wavelengths of generally blue LEDs,
with spectral peaks at approximately 430 nm (7A01) and 455
nm (7A02), respectively. The LED chips of this embodiment
are coated with three types of phosphors, that absorb energy
from either or both ofthe blue LED chip types, and emit broad
spectrum light with emissions that are roughly in the green
(7A03), yellow (7A04), and red (7A05) portions of the visible
spectrum. It should be noted that all of the LED chips of this
embodiment are coated with at least one of the phosphor
types. Applying a mixture of phosphor types onto a given
LED chip, or set of LED chips, will result in a broader spectral
output from those particular chip location(s), potentially
improving the color and hue uniformity within the field of
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view of the illuminator. As noted previously, the application
process for the phosphors allows differing phosphor types or
mixtures of phosphor types to be applied at differing LED
chip sites, even to the extreme of having a unique phosphor
mixture for every LED chip. Although the embodiment
depicted in FIG. 7A uses two wavelengths of generally blue
LEDs, other embodiments might use just a single wavelength
of generally blue LED, or more than two wavelengths. Simi-
larly, the number of phosphor types may be less than, or more
than, three.

The embodiment shown in FIG. 7B uses a single wave-
length of LED chip, with a peak wavelength that is close to
430 nm (7B01). In this embodiment, a luminescent material is
used that has significant emissions in the blue region of the
visible light spectrum (7B02), in addition to the luminescent
materials with emissions in the green (7B03), yellow (7B04),
and red (7B05) regions of the visible light spectrum.

As shown in both FIGS. 7A and 7B, the combined spectral
output of the blue LED wavelength(s), and the multiple phos-
phor types (or other luminescent materials), results in a spec-
tral plot with both good spectral fill (i.e., without deep gaps in
the spectrum), and also the avoidance of spectral “hot spots”,
due to excessive output at specific wavelengths, thus closely
approximating the output of a broadband light source, such as
a metal halide or other incandescent bulb. The fact that all of
the LED chips of this embodiment are coated in phosphors, or
other luminescent materials, significantly reduces the poten-
tially excessive light output at specific narrow wavelength
ranges, that would result from having uncoated LED chips.
Also, the potential use of multiple wavelengths of blue LED
chips (all of which serve to excite emissions from all of the
phosphor types used) also serves to avoid excess light output
at specific narrow wavelength ranges, in comparison to sim-
ply using a single wavelength of blue LED chip.

Some embodiments of the present invention shown in
FIGS. 6A and 6B may require the application of different
phosphors or other luminescent materials over the tops of
individual LED chips, which are spaced tightly together in an
LED array. The phosphor or other luminescent material (ei-
ther of a single wavelength range or type, or in some embodi-
ments multiple types mixed together) is mixed into a silicone
gel material, which is dispensed as a viscous liquid, and then
cured to become solid. The silicone gel is of high viscosity,
and the dispensed quantity must be well controlled, so that
each LED chip is fully covered by the silicone gel with its
intended phosphor type(s), without spreading to cover adja-
cent LED chips, since these adjacent LED chips may require
the application of a different phosphor type. Commercially
available silicone gels for LED packaging applications are
designed to be optically transparent throughout the visible
light range of wavelengths, extending down to the UV range.
They are also designed to have a well controlled index of
refraction, for good light extraction from the surface of the
LEDs.

One disadvantage of the embodiment of the present inven-
tion shown in FIGS. 6A and 6B is that the light-emitting area
of the LED array increases in proportion to the number of
LED chips in the array. Due to the etendue of larger LED
arrays, the coupling efficiency of the light output of the array
into the optics of a microscope will decrease as the number of
LED chips, and therefore the light-emitting area of the LED
array, increases. This is especially true for fluorescence
microscopy illuminators, in which the excitation light must
pass through a long optical path, including the objective lens
of the microscope, before it reaches the dyed samples or
specimens that are being illuminated. In practice, most of the
useful excitation light comes from the central region of the
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LED array, from just a few LED chips. Put another way, the
useful light emitting area of the LED array may be only 2-4
mm in diameter. For fluorescence microscopy applications,
LED arrays that are larger than four or perhaps nine LED
chips (assuming typical LED chips that are one mm across)
will provide little or no additional excitation light.

Another embodiment of the present invention addresses
this problem by physically separating the LED chips that are
used to excite phosphor emissions, from the phosphors or
other luminescent materials, whose emissions are used to
provide the actual excitation light for the fluorescent dyes
used on the samples or specimens. This embodiment is rep-
resented in FIG. 8. In this embodiment of the present inven-
tion, a “blob” of silicone gel (804) containing multiple phos-
phors (or other luminescent materials) is placed on a substrate
(805). Emissions from this blob of phosphors provide the
excitation light (806) that is directed into the optics of the
microscope, thereby exciting the fluorescent dyes used on the
specimen(s).

In order to excite emissions from the blob of phosphors or
other luminescent materials (804), multiple blue, indigo, and/
or violet LED chips, or small arrays of LED chips (801) are
arranged at a moderate distance from the blob of phosphors.
Light from these multiple LED chips or small arrays of LED
chips is focused by lenses (802), so that the focused light
(803) is aimed at the blob of phosphors (804). Note that the
multiple LED chips or small arrays of LED chips are located
far enough away from the phosphor blob so that they are not
blocking the path of the light that is emitted by the phosphor
blob. In this way, the combined light output of the multiple
LED chips or small arrays of LED chips is directed and
concentrated onto a small blob of phosphors, providing exci-
tation of the phosphors (or other luminescent materials) that
is equivalent to what would be provided by a much larger
individual LED array.

In order to achieve good coupling of light energy from the
LED chips or small LED arrays into the blob of phosphors,
the cross-sectional size of the blob of phosphors would typi-
cally be somewhat larger than the light emitting area of each
individual LED chip or small LED array. However, the cross-
sectional size of the blob of phosphors can still be signifi-
cantly smaller than the combined light emitting area of the
multiple LED chips or small LED arrays. In this way, the
etendue of the blob of phosphors is kept small, so that the
coupling of emissions from the phosphor blob into the optics
of the microscope is greatly improved.

Depending on the design and orientation of the LED chips
or small LED arrays (801), the lenses (802), and the substrate
(805), very little of the LED light output, and perhaps none of
the LED light output, will couple into the microscope optics.
In this case, the blend of phosphors or other luminescent
materials should include phosphors or other luminescent
materials with emissions that are in the blue range of visible
light, and not just in the green, yellow, and/or red ranges of
visible light. However, if the substrate (805) is configured as
a reflector of appropriate shape, it may be possible for a
portion of the light from the LED chips or small LED arrays
(801) to be reflected toward or into the microscope optics, in
combination with the emissions from the blob of phosphors.
The blob of phosphors will ordinarily contain multiple types
of phosphors or other luminescent materials, in order to pro-
vide broad spectrum light, comprising all of the desired exci-
tation wavelengths for a broad range of fluorescent dyes. In
one embodiment the multiple types of phosphors or other
luminescent materials is uniformly mixed or distributed
within the blob. In other embodiments, the blob consists of
multiple “sub-blobs™ or regions of the blob, such that each
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sub-blob or region of the blob contains a different phosphor or
mix of phosphors (or other luminescent materials.) The broad
spectrum light emitted by these embodiments of the present
invention also provides high quality white light for brightfield
microscopy applications. The quantity of phosphors or other
luminescent material within the blob may also be quite high,
in order to achieve a high intensity of light output, from a
small effective light-emitting area.

In addition to using one or multiple LEDs or LED arrays as
the source(s) of excitation energy for the remotely-located
blob of phosphors or other luminescent materials, it is within
the scope of the present invention to use other sources of
excitation energy, including, but not limited to, solid-state
laser devices such as Vertical Cavity Surface-Emitting Lasers
(VCSELSs), or Organic Light Emitting Diodes (OLEDs). The
fundamental requirement for the excitation energy source(s)
is that they emit suitable wavelengths for the excitation of the
chosen phosphors or other luminescent materials (whose own
emission wavelength ranges may in turn be chosen to excite a
broad range of the fluorescent dyes typically used in fluores-
cence microscopy).

In the embodiment of the present invention shown in FIG.
9, one or more Vertical Cavity Surface-Emitting Lasers (VC-
SELs) are used as the source of excitation energy for the blob
of phosphors or other luminescent materials. One advantage
for using VCSELSs or other laser devices is that they emit a
specific wavelength of light, and can be designed to provide
suitable excitation wavelengths, matched to the types of phos-
phors or other luminescent materials used. Another advantage
is that the light emitted by VCSELS or other laser devices is
in the form of a narrow beam that can be directed at the
phosphor blob without the need for collimating or focusing
optics. FIG. 9 shows multiple VCSEL devices (901), with
their light output (903) directed to a blob of phosphors or
other luminescent materials (904). The multiple VCSEL
devices shown on FIG. 9 are depicted as being spatially
separated from each other. However, VCSELs are commonly
implemented as densely-packed arrays of individual lasers,
which emit light of their designed wavelength as multiple
parallel beams. Thus, the one or more VCSEL devices (901)
shown in FIG. 9 may actually comprise one or more VCSEL
arrays, each of which emits multiple parallel beams of exci-
tation light, aimed or directed at the blob of phosphors or
other luminescent materials (904). In this way, high levels of
excitation light may be directed at the phosphors or other
luminescent materials, without the need for complex optics.

The present invention of a broad-spectrum illuminator for
microscopy applications comprises a light source, as well as
other optical elements for directing light into the microscope.
The light source for the illuminator may be a densely packed
LED, OLED or VCSEL chip array, with phosphors or other
luminescent material, as shown and described in FIGS. 6A,
6B, 7A, and 7B. Alternatively, the light source for the illumi-
nator may comprise a small area or “blob”, or body of phos-
phors or other luminescent material, excited by LEDs,
OLEDs or VCSEL light sources that are located away from
the phosphors or other luminescent material, as shown in
FIGS. 8 and 9. Regardless of the form of the light source, the
overall illuminator is compact, and uses far fewer optical
elements than the prior art LED illuminators which use mul-
tiple LED modules. The light emitting area of the light source
is less than 15 mm, and typically in the range of 2-10 mm. For
efficient coupling of light into the optics of the microscope,
the light emitting area of the light source is preferably 2-4
mm. The number of wavelengths provided within the light
source depends on the specific design of the light source, the
choices of LEDs used in the light source, and the choices of
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phosphors or other luminescent materials used in the light
source. A typical embodiment of the present invention would
include at least four wavelengths of LEDs and/or phosphors,
and might include as many as 8, 10, or even 12 wavelengths.
Including more wavelengths within a single light source gives
the users of the apparatus more choices of fluorescent mol-
ecules or dyes to use in their experiments, or it provides
broad-spectrum white light of higher color rendering index,
for brightfield applications. The multiple wavelengths, or a
subset of them, may also be used simultaneously, in experi-
ments that require the use of multiple, selectively-excited
fluorescent dyes.

Generally speaking “broad-spectrum” would mean wave-
lengths that essentially filled (or provided good “coverage”
of) the visible light spectrum of 400-700 nm. However, for
brightfield applications, it is not really necessary to cover this
whole range, and a somewhat reduced spectral range of
(roughly) 450-650 nm would work. For fluorescent micros-
copy applications, the range of wavelengths needed would
depend on the desired excitation wavelengths, for the dyes
being used. This might call for wavelengths all the way down
to 400 nm, or even a little lower (down to 350 nm in some
cases).

Note that the above is referring to the light that is actually
being delivered to the microscope. For the LED, OLED or
VCSEL chips that are being used to excite the luminescent
materials of the illuminator (either the “remotely located”
LED, OLED or VCSEL chips that are exciting the lumines-
cent body, or the LED, OLED or VCSEL chips that are
underneath the luminescent layer), the wavelengths are a
function of the specific luminescent materials being used. For
most phosphors or other luminescent materials, the excitation
wavelengths would be in the indigo to blue range, or the range
ot 410-490 nm. However, for fluorescent microscopy appli-
cations, one might need some wavelengths below 400 nm, as
described above. And some longer-wavelength phosphors
might benefit from being excited by LEDs with wavelengths
above 490 nm, although most phosphors tend to have a fairly
broad range of acceptable excitation wavelengths, and would
fluoresce in response to light in the 410-490 nm wavelength
range.

The light emitted by the phosphors, or other luminescent
body of material, as shown in FIGS. 8 and 9 is light of
multiple wavelengths or multiple wavelength ranges

A schematic block diagram illustrating the major compo-
nents in the apparatus of the present invention is shown in
FIG. 10, with the optical elements of one embodiment shown
in more detail in FIG. 11A. In these figures, the light source is
depicted as an LED array, with phosphors or other lumines-
cent materials applied on the surface of the LEDs. However,
one skilled in the art will understand that the light source
could also be in the form shown in FIGS. 8 and 9, in which a
small area or “blob” of phosphors or other luminescent mate-
rial is excited by remotely located LEDs or VCSELs.

The light emitted from the light source, whether the light
source is an LED array assembly, or a “blob” of phosphors,
has a Lambertian distribution. In the case of an LED array
being used as the light source, as shown in FIG. 11A, a lens
such as a half-ball lens (item 11A02) is attached to the top of
the LED array (item 11A01) with a refractive index matching
gel such as silicone filling the space between the LED chips
and the half-ball lens, to reduce total reflection at the LED
surfaces and improve light extraction. If the light source is a
blob of phosphors or other luminescent material, the half ball
lens may or may not be used. In any case, the diverging light
from the light source is then immediately collected by a
condensing lens (item 11A03) of high numerical aperture
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(small f-number). Afterwards, the light is homogenized using
a light scrambler/randomizer, or diffuser (item 11A04). The
aperture (item 11A05) serves to define the shape and size of
the beam, and also blocks light that is less well-mixed at the
perimeter of the beam. The combination of the light scram-
bler/homogenizer (or diffuser) and the aperture ensures that
the resulting intensity distribution is uniform over the illumi-
nated area entering the microscope and over a broad spec-
trum. The light scrambler (item 11A04) can be any kind of
material that evenly distributes light, for instance by having
randomly textured surfaces or imbedded diffractive particles.
In one embodiment of the present invention, an engineered
diffuser is used, that provides a non-Gaussian, circular “top-
hat” beam pattern, with a flatter beam intensity profile than
would be obtained from a traditional diffuser. This form of
diffuser aids in achieving a highly uniform beam pattern. Said
“top-hat” diffusers are available from multiple vendors, and
achieve their shaped beam profile, with a high degree of beam
uniformity, through the use of an engineered surface, consist-
ing of a large number of microlenses. These microlenses are
fabricated with a known pattern to create the desired overall
beam shape, but the parameters of the individual microlenses
are randomized in order to create a diffuse beam that is
relatively insensitive to the spatial characteristics of the input
beam. These engineered diffusers are available in a variety of
beam shapes, including circular beams, square beams, and
line-shaped beams, all with good uniformity. The typeused in
one embodiment of the present invention provides a circular
beam.

A focusing lens/collimator of relatively large aperture and
diameter (item 11A06) is placed at the end of the light path
before entering the microscope. Though not described in
detail, other kinds of lenses that improve light extraction,
collection, and collimation are within the scope of the present
invention. FIG. 11B provides a cross-section view of the
optical elements of one embodiment of the present invention
in which a plano-convex lens (item 11B03) and diffuser plate
(item 11B04) are used as the light collector and scrambler,
respectively. In the embodiment shown in FIGS. 11A and
11B, the positions of both the light collector lens (items
11A03 and 11B03) and the focusing lens/collimator (items
11A06 and 11B06) can be adjusted slightly along the optical
axis. This adjustability is used to optimize the optical perfor-
mance of the apparatus, to work with different brands of
microscopes. Note that items 11B01 through 11B06 of FIG.
11B correspond to the similarly numbered items 11A01
through 11A06 of FIG. 11A. In addition, FIG. 11B shows a
representative mounting adaptor (11B07), used to mount the
illuminating apparatus to the microscope. It also shows a heat
spreader and heat sink (11B08) mounted to the back side of
the LED array (11B01).

FIGS. 12A and 12B provide polar and rectangular coordi-
nate plots of the light output of the LED array used in one
embodiment of the present invention, including the half-ball
lens that is affixed to the surface of the LED array. As can be
seen in these figures, the LED array and half-ball lens provide
a fairly wide beam, but with insufficient uniformity of light
intensity across the beam. In contrast, FIG. 12C shows several
plots of the light intensity across the beam that is emitted from
the entire apparatus of one embodiment of the present inven-
tion. The three plots of FIG. 12C represent differing combi-
nations of aperture diameter and the angle of the diffuser
element. As expected the plot obtained with an aperture of 12
mm diameter shows a narrower beam, compared to the plots
taken with an aperture of 15 mm. But in all cases, the beam is
highly uniform, with sharply-defined beam boundaries.
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The described embodiments of the present invention pro-
duce an intense and uniformly illuminated area which can be
either sent directly into the microscope or to other optical
elements for further beam shaping. FIG. 13A illustrates one
embodiment in which a beam expander (items 13A01-
13A03) is placed after the collimating/focusing lens. FIG.
13B illustrates the same embodiment of the apparatus except
that a mirror (item 13B04) is placed between the collimating
lens/focusing lens and beam expander to change the geom-
etry of the light path, which may make packaging more con-
venient and compact. Although not shown in any of the fig-
ures except for FIG. 11B, the apparatus of the present
invention can be fitted with a variety of mounting adapters,
intended to mate mechanically with the optical ports of mul-
tiple brands of microscopes.

FIG. 14 illustrates one embodiment of the present inven-
tion using a light mixing tube as a light scrambler/randomizer,
and makes use of a variable distance between the collector
lens and tube entrance as a means of changing the effective
aperture size. The light mixing tube (item 1404), typically
constructed of acrylic with many small diffractive particles
embedded, can be used in place of the diffuser and aperture
shown in FIGS. 11A and 11B. Similar to a fiber, the separa-
tion distance (shown as item 1407) between the collecting
lens (item 1402) and light mixing tube, determines the accept-
ing angle of the mixing tube and hence acts like a variable
aperture that can be adjusted.

Aside from elements such as lenses and light scramblers
which can reshape the size or spatial distribution of the light,
other optical elements can be used to modify the spectral
distribution of the light as well. Numerous fluorescence appli-
cations benefit from having exceptionally narrow band-
widths, so narrow bandpass filters can be used to further
reduce the spectral distribution of the LED chip(s), and/or the
phosphors or other luminescent materials that are used in the
light source. To the extent that the light source is emitting
broad-spectrum light, consisting of multiple wavelengths or
wavelength ranges as components of the light, the use of
narrow bandpass filters may be required for fluorescence
microscopy applications. FIG. 15 illustrates one embodiment
of'the present invention that uses narrow bandpass filters on a
filter wheel. Current filter technology can reduce the band-
width to be less than 1.0 nm. Since the filter does cut off some
optical power, the choice of filters and whether or not to use
them at all will depend on the users’ preference between
having a narrower bandwidth versus maximally intense light.

The present invention includes a set of LED current driver
circuits, and electronic control, as shown in FIG. 10. The
purpose of the LED current drivers is to convert the DC
voltage provided by the apparatus’ AC-to-DC power supply,
to a constant DC current for each of the strings of LED chips
in the LED array. For example, with the LED array configu-
ration of FIGS. 6A and 6B, with four wavelengths or colors of
LED chips (or four possible combinations of LED wave-
length and phosphor emission), the apparatus could have four
LED current driver circuits, each feeding a constant DC cur-
rent to one of the LED chips within the LED array. Note that
if the LED array has a larger number of LED chips, multiple
LED chip sites could be tied together as series strings of
LEDs, with each LED current driver circuit driving a series
string comprising multiple LED chips.

The electronic control circuitry shown in FIG. 10 performs
several functions. The primary function of the electronic con-
trol is to turn on and off, as well as control the brightness, of
each of the LED colors or wavelengths embodied in the LED
array. This is done by directing the LED current driver circuits
to either source a constant DC current, or to turn off the
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current flow. Brightness control of the LEDs is obtained by
changing the value of the DC current that each LED current
driver circuit provides. If phosphors or other luminescent
material has been applied on top of the LED chips, then
control of the brightness of the LED chip, or chips, will also
control the brightness of the emissions from the overlaying
phosphors or other luminescent materials. In the case of the
light source being a “blob” of phosphors, that is excited by
remotely-located LEDs or VCSELs, the brightness of the
emissions from the phosphors is controlled by controlling the
brightness of the exciting LEDs or VCSELs. In this case,
there will be less ability to control the individual emissions
from specific phosphors, unless the specific phosphors are
excited by different wavelengths of excitation light, from the
remotely-located LEDs or VCSELs.

As shown in FIG. 10, user input to the electronic control
circuitry ofthe present invention can via a computer interface,
or via manual user interface. In one embodiment, the com-
puter interface is via a USB port. Software that is resident on
auser’s computer will send command messages via the USB
interface, to the electronic control circuitry of the present
invention. A microprocessor within the electronic control
circuitry, running embedded software or firmware, will inter-
pret the messages sent from the user’s computer, in order to
control the states of the illuminator apparatus. The manual
user interface uses a combination of switches, knobs, and a
dedicated display, to allow the user to select the color(s) or
wavelength(s) of the illuminator apparatus, and the bright-
ness of the LEDs, without requiring a separate computer.

Through the use of the USB interface, a separate computer
can be used to turn on and off the individual LED chips or
strings of LED within the LED array at a rapid rate, thereby
also turning on and off the different wavelengths or wave-
length ranges of the LED chips, and any overlaying phos-
phors, limited by the speed at which the processor within the
electronic control circuitry of the present invention is able to
process the commands received over the USB interface. For
even faster response, in the sub-microsecond range, one
embodiment of the electronic control circuitry has direct digi-
tal and analog inputs, that can be used to directly turn on and
off the selected wavelength’s (or wavelength range’s) LED
current driver circuit, or, alternatively, to directly set the
brightness level of the selected wavelength or wavelength
range. Switching from one wavelength to another wavelength
is limited by the processing speed of the microprocessor
within the electronic control circuitry. In the case of a broad-
spectrum light source, with the wavelength or wavelength
range being selected via use of external narrow-bandpass
filters (as in the embodiment shown in FIG. 15), the speed of
wavelength switching is a direct function of the speed at
which the external filters can be changed, either manually, or
via such mechanisms as a motorized “color wheel”.

The invention claimed is:

1. A broad-spectrum, multiple wavelength illuminator for

providing light along an optical axis, comprising:

a luminescent body;

a plurality of LED chips or arrays of LED chips emitting
light within one or more wavelength ranges towards said
luminescent body, causing said luminescent body to
emit light of one or more wavelength ranges, said plu-
rality of LED chips or arrays of LED chips spaced apart
from said luminescent body;

a plurality of optical devices, each of the optical devices
focusing light emitted from a corresponding one of the
LED chips or arrays of LED chips onto the luminescent
body;
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an optical element adjacent to the luminescent body that

collects light emitted by the luminescent body; and

an optical device that collects and directs light emitted by

the luminescent body and collected by said optical ele-
ment along said optical axis.
2. The illuminator of claim 1, said plurality of LED chips or
arrays of LED chips spaced apart from said luminescent body
by at least 2 mm.
3. The illuminator of claim 1, said plurality of LED chips or
arrays of LED chips including organic light emitting diodes.
4. The illuminator of claim 3, wherein said luminescent
body emits light from a light emitting area having a diameter
that is not more than 15 mm.
5. The illuminator of claim 3, wherein said luminescent
body emits light from a light emitting area having a diameter
that is in a range of about 2-10 mm.
6. The illuminator of claim 3, wherein said luminescent
body emits light from a light emitting area having a diameter
that is in a range of about 2-4 mm.
7. The illuminator of claim 1, wherein said at least some of
the LED chips or arrays of LED chips emit light in the indigo
to blue wavelength range.
8. The illuminator of claim 1, said luminescent body com-
prising one or more types of phosphors or quantum dots,
emitting light of one or more wavelength ranges.
9. The illuminator of claim 1, said luminescent body emit-
ting light of substantially uniform intensity across a broad
spectrum, including the range of about 400-700 nm.
10. The illuminator of claim 1, said luminescent body
emitting light of multiple wavelengths or multiple wave-
length ranges.
11. The illuminator of claim 1, further comprising an aper-
ture located in the optical axis between the optical element
and the optical device passing the light emitted by the lumi-
nescent body along said optical axis, wherein light collected
by said optical element and said optical device and passed by
the aperture forms a beam of light illuminating a target.
12. The illuminator of claim 1, further comprising a reflec-
tor that supports the luminescent body and that reflects light
emitted by said plurality of LED chips or arrays of LED chips
towards said optical element, said optical element collecting
and directing light emitted by the plurality of LED chips or
arrays of LED chips and light emitted by the luminescent
body along said axis towards an aperture and said optical
device.
13. The illuminator of claim 12, wherein the light emitted
by the plurality of LED chips or arrays of LED chips supple-
ments the light emitted by the luminescent body to provide
light of substantially uniform intensity across a broad spec-
trum.
14. The illuminator of claim 1, further comprising a diffus-
ing/scattering/homogenizing element located in a path of the
beam between the luminescent body and the aperture so that
the beam illuminating the target is substantially spectrally
uniform across an area of the target illuminated by the beam.
15. A method for providing light along an optical axis,
comprising:
causing a plurality of LED chips or arrays of LED chips to
emit light within different wavelength ranges towards a
luminescent body spaced apart from said plurality of
LED chips or arrays of LED chips;

using each of a plurality of optical devices to focus light
emitted from a corresponding one of the LED chips or
arrays of LED chips onto the luminescent body, causing
said luminescent body to emit light; and

collecting light emitted by the luminescent body;
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passing the light collected from the luminescent body
through an aperture to form a beam along the optical
axis; and

collimating the beam and directing the collimated beam
along said optical axis to a target.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein said luminescent
body is caused to emit light of substantially uniform intensity
across a broad spectrum, including the range of about 400-
700 nm.

17. The method of claim 15, wherein said luminescent
body is caused to emitting light of multiple wavelengths or
multiple wavelength ranges.

18. The method of claim 15, further comprising reflecting
light emitted by said plurality of LED chips or arrays of LED
chips, wherein said collecting collects and said collimating
and directing collimates and directs said reflected light from
the plurality of LED chips or arrays of LED chips and light
emitted by the luminescent body along said axis towards said
target.

19. The illuminator of claim 18, wherein said at least some
of the LED chips or arrays of LED chips emit light in the
410-490 nm wavelength range.

20. The method of claim 18, wherein the light emitted by
the plurality of LED chips or arrays of LED chips supple-
ments the light emitted by the luminescent body to provide
light of substantially uniform intensity across a broad spec-
trum.

21. A broad-spectrum, multiple wavelength illuminator for
providing light along an optical axis, comprising:

a luminescent body;

a plurality of vertical cavity surface emitting laser chips
emitting light within one or more wavelength ranges
towards said luminescent body along different optical
paths without any optical elements in said optical paths,
causing said luminescent body to emit light of one or
more wavelength ranges, said plurality of vertical cavity
surface emitting laser chips spaced apart from said lumi-
nescent body; and

an optical element adjacent to the luminescent body that
collects light emitted by the luminescent body; and

an optical device that collects and directs light emitted by
the luminescent body and collected by said optical ele-
ment along said optical axis.

22. A broad-spectrum, multiple wavelength illuminator for

providing light along an optical axis, comprising:

a luminescent body emitting light from a light emitting
area having a diameter that is in a range of about 2-10
mm;

a plurality of semiconductor chips emitting light within
one or more wavelength ranges towards said lumines-
cent body along directions away from said optical axis,
causing said luminescent body to emit light of one or
more wavelength ranges, said plurality of semiconduc-
tor chips spaced apart from said luminescent body;

an optical element adjacent to the luminescent body that
collects light emitted by the luminescent body; and

an optical device that collects and directs light emitted by
the luminescent body and collected by said optical ele-
ment along said optical axis.

23. The illuminator of claim 22, wherein said luminescent

body is supported on a surface that is not a mirror.

24. The illuminator of claim 22, wherein said luminescent
body is on said optical axis, said plurality of semiconductor
chips emitting light towards said luminescent body along
directions away from said optical axis.

25. The illuminator of claim 22, said plurality of semicon-
ductor chips including vertical cavity surface emitting laser
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chips, wherein light provided by said vertical cavity surface
emitting laser chips is directed to the luminescent body along
an optical path without any optical element in said optical
path.

26. The illuminator of claim 22, said optical element com-
prising a half ball lens, said optical device comprising a
second lens collecting light collected by the half ball lens,
said illuminator further comprising an aperture that passes
and shapes the light collected by the second lens into a beam
and a third lens focusing the beam to a target.

27. The illuminator of claim 26, further comprising a dif-
fusing/scattering/homogenizing element located in a path
between the luminescent body and the aperture so that the
light illuminating the luminescent body is substantially spec-
trally uniform across an area of the luminescent body.

28. A broad-spectrum, multiple wavelength illuminator for
providing light along an optical axis, comprising:

a luminescent body comprising different regions contain-
ing different luminescent materials or different mixtures
of luminescent materials;

a plurality of semiconductor chips emitting light within
one or more wavelength ranges towards said lumines-
cent body along directions away from said optical axis,
causing the different regions of said luminescent body to
emit light of different wavelength ranges, said plurality
of semiconductor chips spaced apart from said lumines-
cent body;

an optical element adjacent to the luminescent body that
collects light emitted by the luminescent body; and

an optical device that collects and directs light emitted by
the luminescent body and collected by said optical ele-
ment along said optical axis.
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